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We had been in a temple of the arts and he was stripping the
haloes off everything, tossing them realistically aside and showing
us the price-tickets. Gorki was bowled over. It was he who was
accustomed to speak when this tour was being made, quietly, self-
abasingly, collecting only the reflected glory of his ownership. This
man was totting up the ledgers for him, making a little Croesus
out of him, and for the intellectual doyen of the Workers' anci
Peasants5 Republic, himself once a tramp and a labourer and now
a high priest of the gospel of communal ownership, that was
embarrassing.*
When the inventory was over, Gorki, evidently a little confused
by the unexpectedness of this stranger, turned the conversation
to the war and his guest's experiences* There was no doubt of his
qualifications as an appraiser of curios : the question that was
obviously troubling Gorki was how good a Communist the fellow
was. The question had not been asked, but the Jew sailed in to
answer it as if the Soviet Republic were something he thought we
might buy from him.
It appeared he had been engaged in the antique and fine art
trade in the Near East before the war with headquarters in Smyrna
from which he shipped the spoils of Asia Minor, chiefly to million-
aires in America. He made no claim to having been a Marxian
then. Caught in Odessa by the outbreak of the war, he had been
detained while trying to get back to Smyrna and interned as a Turkish
subject. To escape from the internment camp he claimed Russian
citizenship because his parents had been born in Kieff, and was
released to be drafted to his disgust into the Russian Army. Once
he was in the army fighting had appealed to him, and he was one
of the very few Jews who had been awarded the Cross of St. George
for his bravery in bombing a machine-gun post.
Arrested for looting (he had made the mistake of casting an eye
on some trinket already noted by an officer), he had been sentenced
to a year's imprisonment, and it was while in prison that he had
been converted to Marxism through the agency of a fellow-prisoner.
The revolution had released him : he had become the chairman of
a regimental committee : had formed a partisan band of Ms own,
mostly of Jewish workers, on the borders of the Ukraine to fight the
anti-Semitic nationalist peasantry, and when the Bolsheviks drove
back the forces of the Ukrainian Rade had joined them with Ms
band and won his way to an important command in the Red Army,
Now that the fighting seemed to be coming to an end he wanted
to serve the state in a civil capacity and was therefore offering Ms
expert services in seeking out and valuing for the Workers* Republic
the scattered possessions of the late gentry and plutocracy of Russia.